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BY ARNOLD ABRAMS 

Vientiane: The thaw in Sino-American 
relations has not halted US-directed 
intelligence operations which penetrate 
bleep into Chinese territory. These 
operations, which have been conducted 
tor years by the CIA (Central Intelli- 
gence Agency), involve the sending of 
reconnaissance teams from northern 
Laos as far as several hundred miles into 
southern China's Yunnan province. 
Team members are native hill tribesmen 
whose ethnic stock — Mco - is pre- 
valent in southern China. 

The tribesmen have been recruited, 
equipped and trained by the CIA to in- 
filtrate Chinese territory and obtain in- 
formation on troop movements, politi- 



Souvanna Phouma: Stressing China's non- 
oggrossivti attitude towards Laos. 


cal developments and other pertinent 
security data. American embassy offi- 
cials in Vientiane refuse to discuss these 
operations, but qualified souices report 
That the officials believe local security 
needs and the intelligence value of such 
operations justify their continuation. 

American authorities largely discount 
any potential threat these operations 
pose to slowly improving relations be- 
tween Washington and Peking. They be- 
lieve this threat is small because the 
.operations are not commando raids or 
sabotage efforts, and Aineiieans do not 
participate directly in Ilium. Moreover, 


Chinese authorities have known for 
some time about, the missions; several' 
teams have been captured, in recent' 
years. 

Consequently, American officials 
reason that Peking will continue to 
tolerate such territorial incursions as 
long as they are conducted solely for 
intelligence-gathering purposes and do 
not pose a direct security threat. US 
authorities also believe that, if the 
Chinese want an excuse to reverse the 
friendly trend, they can do better than 
simply focus on tiiese operations. 

“Americans are still fighting in Viet- 
nam, they have a military presence on 
Taiwan, and they arc standing by their 
(treaty i commitments lo Cliiang Kai- 
-shek," observes one source close to the 
US embassy here. "If the Chinese are 
looking for some tiring to whip them 
with, any one of those three will do.” 

In I „aos, American officials’ major 
security concern about the Chinese 
stems from a Peking road-building pro- 
ject in the north. An estimated 14,000 
Chinese personnel, including several 
thousand soldiers standing guard and 
manning nn/i-aircruft batteries, arc con- 
structing a route leading toward the 
Thai border. 

Thai authorities repeatedly have ex- 
pressed deep concern about the road’s 
potential as a supply line for commu- 
nist-led guerilla forces in northern Thai- 
land. American officials privately voice 
similar concern. While conceding that 
Chinese forces in Laos have not shown 
hostility, they insist the construction 
pYoject must be kept under closest 
scrutiny. 

• The Peking project originally was re- 
quested by the tripartite government, 
established in Laos with the signing of 
the 1962 Geneva Accord, which col- 
lapsed in 1963. 

Ironically, while American officials 
fret about Chinese intentions in Laos, 
Peking’s new diplomacy has prompted a 
positive reaction from the leader of this 
nation’s neutralist government. In a 
recent interview, Prime Minister Souvan- 
na Phouma stressed China’s historically 
non-aggressive attitude toward Laos. 

The 70-year-old piince noted that the 
unhappy history of this landlocked 
kingdom is replete with tales of invasion 
by neighbouring Thais, Cambodians, 
Burmese and Vietnamese — but not by 
the Chinese. He also expressed the hope 
that China’s altitude, coupled with a 


possible Sino-American rapprochement, 
would restrain further North Vietnam- 
ese aggression in Laos. 

Altiumgji ^ouvunna Phouma is still 
said to harbour private fears about 
Peking’s ioiigrange designs on this 
region, his current public dance marks a 
departure from the position lie assumed 
earlier this year, prior to the US-sup- 
ported South Vietnamese invasion of his 
country. Then, lie warned that the allied 
move might prompt open intervention 
by Peking in (be Indochina war. Now, 
Iris tune is different. Like everyone else, 

1 he can only guess about the intentions 
of China's leaders. 

Ftifcfiil Flowering 

BY A CORRESPONDENT 

Vientiane: Asia’s latest opium war is 
hotting up. Last of the Annamitc moun- 
tains, the US military is reported to be 
reeling jinder tiip effects of heroin, and 
in Saigon US leaders have been pressing 
the government into a series of emer- 
gency measures to stop the (low of sup- 
plies — including a mass .transfer of cus- 
toms agents from Ton Son Nlmt airport, 
tire centre of large scale trafficking, and 
sweeps through the city to arrest sus- 
pected pcddlars. 

A widely publicised amnesty-cure 
programme has been offered addicted 
soldiers. All chemists and known ped- 
dling centres have been placed “off 
limits” and medical tests instituted to 
detect addicts among homeward bound 
troops. l 

But tiiese measures are preliminary 
skirmishes in the great war. The pro- 
blem of stamping out or otherwise con- 
trolling opium can only be solved by an 
international campaign of which Laos is 
already feeling the impact. An American 
narcotics investigator is in Vientiane 
tracing the legend that heroin is pro- 
duced in Laos and seeking information 
to map out strategy in the war against 
opiates. Larly this month Laotian na- 
tional police were pleasured into a gen- 
eral round-up of Vientiane’s opium den 
operators^ most of whom have a licence 
from the Laotian government. More 
than 120 operators were held for ques- 
tioning. 

But larotians find it difficult to take 
seriously a campaign which conflicts 
with local customs, lolei.mccs and ceo- 
runuy. The opium den operators were 


corciti nued 
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held overnight by (lie police (their wives 
■ were prompted to hiiiig them sullicient 
opium) and paraded For 

den tilled Americans the billowing day. 
On their release a ranking police ollieial 
suggested they smoke twice as much 
that night to compensate lor their con- 
finement. “Don’t worry." he reportedly 
told (hem, “Laos isn’t ready for an 
opium crack-down yet.” 

» Laos, southern China, Hurma, North 
Vietnam and northern Thailand make 
up an enormous opium producing area. _ 
Laos is considered theeulicpol lor most 
of the opium and to get at it agents 
employed by the US are leportcdly lie - 
foliating purchase of the entire autumn 
opium harvest. The thief difficulty is 
finding (lie riglil point in the chain of 
production and distribution at which to 
conduct negotiations. To operate at vil- 
lage level is absurd, and physically im- 
possible because of dispersal. Most of 
Ibc opium in I aos is now giown deep in 
hostile territory while lire, bulk merely 
passes (humph I nos. Oner it is gathered 
together hour the various villages for 
movement southward, or .enters Laos 
bom the outside, there arc several 

' of contact. 

, .. General Vang I’ao is known ns 
one ol them. Officers of Vang. Fan’s CIA 
(Cenli.il Intelligence Agency) army re- 
putedly control the movement of all 
southbound opium in bis name, so long 
as it remains in the mountains, simply 
because Iris soldiers control — though 
numbers shrink — lire key passes 
through the mountains towards the 
Mekong. - • 

In the lowlands raw opium transport 
is said by the director of the US nar- 
cotics bureau to be controlled by Gen- 
eral Ouan Ratikhonc, the RLG (Royal 
Laotian Government) army’s chief of 
staff. An affable, much liked general, he 
is noted foi his wide distribution of pro- 
reeds from opium, particularly to widows 
and orphans of his dead soldiers. 
General Ouan was a principal actor 
in Southeast Asia’s last great opium af- 
fair, when Shan tribesmen from IUirma 
attempted to circumnavigate Kuomin- 
tang troops in south Burma by passing 
their opium through l-aotian territory. 
Ouan ordered Lhotian T-28 bombers in 
on the Slums. 

After leaving the control of Ouan’s 
officer-agents in Ixios’ entrepot towns 
where il is refined and neatly packaged 
— sometimes with brand name wrappers 
-- il reportedly passes to Chinese 
traders, refiners and distributors. 


An old method of distribution was 

proof, buoyant containers, to be picked 
np by hovering ocean crafj. Much is be- 
lieved still to leave Dans by air and 
American air charter companies, to (heir 
consternation, have fyund shipments of 
il on board. There is a persistent but 
unconfirmed rumour that Air America 
and Continental Air Services employees, 
or the CIA’s agents, ate deeply involved 
in opium transport. Government sources 
admit there may be a scattering of in- 
dividuals involved - at risk of both job 
and security clearance. 

It is generally believed here (hat US 
control of bulk opium would require 
“buying off’ Generals Ouan and Vang 
Paoj and through them much of tire re- 
gular and. irregular Laotian armies. The 
matter is basically one of L-aoliail eco- 
nomics. Heroin, into which much of this 
opium is then refined, is another matter. 
Once the opium leaves Laotian control 
il disappears into a highly secretive 
underground network — from which it 
surfaces as heroin in Vietnam. Legend has 
it that the transformation from opium 
to heroin takes place in Laos, though no 
proof has emerged. 

It is almost definite however, that 
opium is refined to ‘morphine base 
somewhere in Laos - possibly centred 
around three or four lumber mills on 
tire Vientiane plain and another near 
Ban Houci Sai, northwest of tire adminis- 
trative capital. Morphine base is said to 
be the form in which most opium is 
shipped out of Lios. The appearance on 
the local market of an opium derivative 
locally called khrri, to which virtually all 
non-crippled beggars in lire capital arc 
pathetically addicted, is believed to in- 
dicate local morphine production. The 
cheapness of the drug suggests it is a re- 
sidue in plentiful supply. The most 
knowledgeable Westerners arc unable to 
trace its origins which are wrapped in 
tight secrecy, the kind that surrounds 
morphine or heroin production — yet the 
drug is openly sold and consumed here . 

Heroin is not available except through 
private international sources to Western 
addicts in Vientiane. If it existed in 
Lios, it’s argued, there would be leaks 
onto the local market. Until recently 
Laos is thought to have served only ns a 
junction for heroin distribution. Opium 
grown and refined to morphine base 
here was then reduced to heroin in Hong- 
kong or Bangkok. Some came back 
through Laos, among other channels, oti 


its way to Vietnam. But now Laos 
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Heroin. 

In the past much of the heroin traffic 
ftorn Laos to Saigon was carried by un- 
suspecting Vie | name. sc holiday-makers 

given a cost -fire trip to Saigon for car- 
tying a “package" wliiclj had already 
I been “cleared” lliroupji Vietnamese cus- 
toms. Hie travellers would assume t hey 
were carrying hard currency or oilier 
articles in high demand in Saigon. But 
the shake-up at Ton Son Nliut is said to 
have dealt with the “prior clearance” 
method at least temporarily. 

Opium trade experts in Vientiane say 
that within the last few weeks the fust 
major heroin transaction ever in Laos 
took place, when a large package of the 
drug was sold to an unidentified Ameri- 
can believed bound for Saigon. The out- 
spokenness of local opium merchants 
and den operators on heroin indicates 
their angcriat American interference. As 
they frecjucutiy point out, opium grow- 
ing, trade and use arc legal in Laos and 
outside interference has unseen and 
serious ramifications. It affects addicts 
among the older Vietnamese and 
Chinese -- Laotians seldom use opium — 
and a welfare system of sorts which is 
based on it. They fear., the leaks of 
heroin will soon develop if Laos be- 
comes an entrepot - another form in 
which Vietnam’s problems will be again 
visited on Laos. 
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The passage of time may prove this 
to have been America's most 
momentous period in its relations 
with Asia. In a Far Eastern Econo- 
mic Review annual survey, the 
United States and its Asian policies 
are brought sharply into focus by a 
uniquely skilled team of correspon- 
dents across the region. In the US, 
special writers cover foreign policy, 
trade, aid. For those who see the 
US only in uniform, a special 
"America the Influence" article 
traces Washington's path through 
Asian business and society. Special- 
ists examine America's "new era" 
relations with Chino and Japan. 
America in Asia is required reading 
for industrialists, businessmen and 
scholars. It's yours with the Review 
on July 3. 

ASIA AND AMERICA 

An annual survey. 

In tho Review. July 3 issue. 
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